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There is a considerable body of literature on focus groups, stretching back to
1926; however, this literature is almost entirely devoted to the use of focus groups
in marketing, with some uses of focus groups in sociology and recently in health
care research. There still remains very little use of focus groups in applied
linguistics research to date. However the focus group as a means of investigating the
opinions people hold on specified issues has been a tried and tested method within
the field of sales and marketing. This method of gathering information is also
transferable to applied linguistics. Yet, such transference requires care, for the main
feature of the sales and marketing approach to the utilization of focus groups is to
focus on the opinions given. Such an approach has many pitfalls for researchers in
applied linguistics. Instead, this paper will outline a proposal for the utilization of
focus groups for the purpose of gathering data for a discursive analysis, in which
the process of how opinions are formed is of more interest than the actual opinions
themselves.
What exactly is a focus group?
The term “Focus Group” consists of four defining criteria (Krueger and Casey.
2009); the number of participants, the characteristics of the participants, the nature
of the data collected, and the nature of the discussion. The number of participants is
usually seen as between 4 and 12. Fewer than four is seen as weakening the key
strength of the group, the interaction between group members. More than twelve
will likely lead to a number of smaller groups forming within the main group. The
characteristics of the participants depends on the nature of the topic under research;
e.g. research into opinions of people in their thirties, research into the opinions of
people who have young children. The nature of the data collected is qualitative,
although an exploratory focus group (see Calder, 1977 for a full discussion on
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different applications of focus groups) can be used as a precursor to a quantitative
study it should not be used as a quantitative study itself. The nature of the
discussion itself is possibly the single most important defining characteristic of a
focus group and this is best explained by highlighting a well-known abuse of focus
groups. The focus group as a research tool works primarily because of the
interaction between the participants. A moderator should be careful not to ask the
same question to each participant in turn, following a blatant sequence, only
permitting the participants to interact with the moderator and without allowing the
participants to interact with each other. This would be individual interviews
conducted en masse and, as such would not represent focus group research. A
second important feature, which will be taken up in more detail below, is the nature
of the questioning route. The question route must be focused. Indeed, originally
Merton would refer not to focus groups but to ‘focussed interviews’ (see Merton
1987, in which he also bemoans the “unwarrantable” change of spelling from
focussed to focused, with the dropping of the second ‘s’). A functional summary of
the above information will serve as a definition of what the term ‘focus group’ will
refer to in this paper. A focus group is a tool for gathering qualitative data by using
a group of 4−12 people who share some common relationship to the topic of
research and who interact with one another, as well as the moderator, in a focused
discussion.
Considerations for using focus groups as a method of gathering data for
qualitative analysis can be divided into three categories; planning considerations,
moderating considerations, and finally, analytical considerations.
Planning
Planning considerations are primarily related to the selection of the participants,
the construction of the question route, the selection of the location and the method
of recording the data. The first consideration in selecting participants is one of
sampling. Sampling for focus groups should be “purposive sampling”, i.e. random
sampling should be avoided in favour of sampling people who have particular traits
identified as important by the researcher. In any case, focus groups are too small in
size to truly offer any general representativeness of a desired larger population
(using the technique of segmentation may go some way to achieving this but this
approach to sampling participants is only of interest when the focus is on the
product of the focus group and not how that product is produced). In effect, this
represents selection rather than sampling, however a larger-than-needed list of
purposively sampled participants could be drawn up and then random sampling
could take place from this list, however, the purpose for doing so is to remove any
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potential bias on the part of the researcher. If the researcher is also the moderator of
the focus group then this bias (within this approach) does not constitute a research
flaw because the interaction between participants (including the moderator) is what
is going to be analyzed (the role of the moderator is discussed below). Another
consideration is the extent to which the participants know one another. This
consideration is based on the need for confidentiality: should the researcher feel the
topic is one in which confidentiality may be of concern then it is better to have
participants who are unfamiliar with one another, if, on the other hand,
confidentiality issues are not foreseen to be relevant then it is not a problem to have
friends or acquaintances as the participants.
When constructing the question route for a discursive analysis the traditional
marketing approach is applicable as it is the perspective of the analysis, and not the
method of gathering data, that is different. The tried-and-tested question route (see
Figure 1) is designed primarily for gathering information on participants’ attitudes
towards a product or service.
This technique affords primacy to the information given during the key question
stage. However, with a discursive analysis, it is less important to focus on the
information discussed at the key question stage. Yet, this questioning route serves as
a useful plan for keeping the process focused (with one “s”) on the topic. Using
open-ended interview questions can become unfocused and so a well-planned route
will only be of benefit to the moderator.
The final two considerations in the planning stage are finding a location and
recording the data. These two considerations potentially overlap, and so are dealt
with simultaneously. The location needs to be somewhere that allows the
Figure 1 The Questioning Route (based on Krueger and Casey. 2009)
Route segment Question Style Purpose
Opening Quick, easy to answer To get everyone to talk early on in the
discussion
Introductory Open-ended, often requesting past
experiences related to the topic
To encourage interaction amongst the
participants
Transition More in-depth versions of the introductory
stage
To move towards the key questions
Key Questions Reflective To give the analyst the necessary information
or the analysis
Ending Questions The “all things considered” question.
The summary question.
A feedback question.
To allow participants to clarify any points
made. To allow participants to add important
information that they were not able to in
previous stages.
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participants to feel at ease and yet the need to get quality audio-visual recordings
excludes certain locations that may permit the participants to feel at ease but may be
too noisy. Furthermore, ideally it will be possible to collect video data from
multiple perspectives and again this consideration needs to be taken into account.
Moderating
In terms of moderating skills, there are a few things of which the moderator
needs to be aware. Firstly, a lot of the marketing-based texts on focus groups
suggest that certain mannerisms are relatively neutral in how the participants will
respond to them. Krueger and Casey (2009) suggest trying “to restrict head
nodding”. This is in contrast to a discursive approach, which recognizes “the
powerful influence that interviewer responses can have on the development of
subsequent talk” (Richards. 2011). For the moderator this means that any response
intended as a minimal response or neutral responses may in fact produce an
outcome in the subsequent talk that was not the intention behind the utterance.
Indeed, Richards (2011) points out that interviewees come to expect certain response
types from the interviewer and changes in interviewer style during the interview
may also affect subsequent talk. It is worth reiterating the point that with a
discursive approach to the analysis of the data any such consequences do not
represent a failing, they merely present themselves as something that may be worthy
of analysis.
Strongly related to this point is the question of the extent to which the
moderator should become involved in the interview. Any approach which believes
that it should focus on obtaining an accurate portrayal of the truthful nature of the
issue under investigation will need a moderator who attempts to control the
involvement of the participants, encouraging participation from some whilst limiting
participation from others. The discursive approach to the data analysis need not be
so concerned with such matters as it is attending to how the talk is constructed.
Therefore the moderator need not attempt to be an almost unobservable presence in
the interview.
A final consideration for the moderator is related to incorrect or harmful advice
on the part of one or more interviewees. Casey and Krueger (2009) cite an example
from one of their focus groups:
You know, it is not really important to use gloves, a mask and all that stuff
when you mix pesticides. My dad has been doing it for years and it hasn’t hurt
him a bit.
Casey and Krueger. 2009: 102.
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The moderator cannot ignore the obviously harmful nature of this advice, but it is a
difficult problem. When does the moderator attend to this? This should be done at
the end of the interview when the moderator should review the harmful advice and
then correct it, and offer the correction as a fact and not as an opinion, and offer to
send information on this fact to the participants (Casey and Krueger. 2009).
The Analysis
The analysis of the data from a discursive perspective utilizes the approach that
is Conversation Analysis (CA). CA is a rigorous method for analyzing spoken
interaction. The analysis is based on the first-order entextualization (Haberland.
2012), or the audio-video recordings of the conversation. However, second-order
entextualization, the transcript of the data, is often how the data is transmitted in
paper-based publications. Whilst it is far beyond the scope of this paper to explain
CA methodology, it is useful to look at some of the basic assumptions of CA and to
show why these assumptions make CA such a good fit for the analysis of focus
group generated data.
Psathas (1995) identifies seven underlying assumptions of CA.
1. Order is a produced orderliness.
2. Order is produced by the parties in situ; that is, it is situated and occasioned.
3. The parties orient to that order themselves; this order is not an analyst’s
conception [.]
4. Order is repeatable and recurrent.
5. The discovery, description, and analysis of that produced orderliness is the
task of the researcher.
6. Issues of how frequently, how widely, or how often particular phenomena
occur are to be set aside in the interest of discovering, describing, and
analyzing the structures, the machinery, the organized practices, the formal
procedures, the ways in which order is produced.
7. Structures of social action, once so discerned, can be described and analyzed
in formal, that is, structural, organizational, logical, atopically contentless,
consistent, and abstract, terms.
Psathas. 1995: 2.
The above seven points highlight the nature of the good fit CA has with focus
groups. The orderliness of the interview will be observable. The analyst focuses on
the parties’ orientation to the orderliness and, therefore, the interaction of the
participants becomes central and not the content of the interaction. In effect, the
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interaction of the participants should not be viewed as the medium through which a
careful analyst can discern truth; rather, the interaction is precisely what is being
analyzed.
The analysis itself starts with the ‘unmotivated looking’ (see Schegloff, 1996
for a thorough explanation of this central concept in CA) at the audio-visual data.
The researcher can focus on either sequential organization in interaction or on
Membership Categorization Devices (MCDs). Perhaps the four most common types
of interactional organization are:
1. Turn-taking organization.
2. Sequence organization.
3. Repair organization.
4. The organization of turn-design.
Ten Have. 1999: 128−137.
MCDs are made of two parts, collections of categories, and rules of application (see
Schegloff 2007, for a tutorial on MCDs). A careful and repeated looking at the data
will slowly uncover interactional phenomena for investigation.
The findings of the analysis will, of course, have limitations. The fact that
individuals in a unique situation produce the topic means it would be unwise to
make claims as to the universality of the findings. Instead, the concept of
transferability seems more appropriate. Transferability is a parallel concept to
generalizability, for it is the reader who decides on the applicability of the results
and not the writer. The reader makes this decision by reviewing the situations,
conditions, and procedures used in the initial research. This is why it would be
important to clearly lay out as much detail as possible when writing up any
research, for the relevance of the information can be decided, not by the writer, but
by the reader.
Conclusion
This paper has sought to define what focus groups are and how they are useful
methods for collecting data. The focused nature of the interview process is used to
provoke conversation but not to gather an essentialist insight into the topic for this
method, the discursive analysis, concerns itself with the way participants interact
and how that interaction produces orderliness; factual insights are of no interest.
This paper has avoided any attempt to give an introduction to CA but has instead
attempted to show the core assumptions upon which CA is based and how they are
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a good fit for an analysis of focus groups. Whilst the main factors of the marketing
application of qualitative focus groups are perfectly transferable to applied
linguistics qualitative work at the planning stage, the methods of analysis in
marketing do not transfer quite as smoothly to qualitative analysis in applied
linguistics, obviously due to divergent aims. Finally, the issue of generalizability of
findings should be replaced with the concept of transferability.
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